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ARGENTINA: HUMAN RIGHTS AND BILATERAL RELATIONS 


| Argentine access to all US security assistance and military 

• sales will be terminated on September 30 on human rights 

grounds. This is mandated by the Kennedy-Humphrey amendment to 
the current International Security Assistance Act. In the 
interim, human rights considerations will heavily influence the 
US response to pending Argentine requests for training and ex- 
port licenses. 

A current review of Argentina's human rights situation 
leads to the following conclusions: 

— there is no consistent movement toward human rights 
compliance nor any real prospect for a rapid return 
to the rule of law; 


--an apparent decline in the rate of disappearances 
since. mid-1977 is the most significant positive 


--the "disappeared” issue will remain in the forefront, 
but Argentine officials will not be responsive; 





—An apparent, although unverif iable , decline in the 
rate of disappearances has occurred since mid-1977. 
Both Embassy Buenos Aires and Argentine human rights 
activists believe that the rate has declined* If 
true, this is the most important development listed 


/ 


— Over 300 prisoners were released in a Christmas 
amnesty. Subsequently, the government undertook 
serial publication (nine lists to date) of the 
names of the some 3,300 executive (state-of-siege) 
prisoners acknowledged as detained. 




-The "right of option" program has been implemented, 
enabling executive detainees to petition for exile 
in lieu of continued imprisonment. Less than 50 
prisoners have so far departed under this procedure, 
however . 
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abduction by unidentified security 
13 members of the Mothers of Plaza de 
3 that pressures the government for in- 
disappearance cases. According to 
issy sources, the bodies of seven of the 
ling two French nuns, washed ashore 


— Despite President Videla's professed desires, renegade 
S security elements continue to operate with apparent 
impunity because they act with the toleration if not 
under the orders of some military officials. At 
least in cases involving suspected terrorists, 
clandestine arrest, torture, and summary execution 
are standard practices. 


me improvements were unaerraxen , 
/ President Videla and his supporters in 
* circles, because such measures are viev 
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When domestic and international groups and individuals 
demand an official accounting for the "disappeared", government 
spokesmen will almost certainly stick with the explanation 
already formulated publicly. This asserts that counterterrorist 
excesses have been responsible for a few disappearances, but the 
vast majority are traceable to other causes including undocumented 
exile, death at the hands of terrorist companions, and resort to 
underground existence. The domestic protest will be manageable 
from the government's viewpoint, because it will probably be 
limited largely to relatives and friends of the "disappeared". 

Most Argentines, while not condoning the carnage of the past 
two years and the preceding Peronist era, believe that terrorists 
are receiving their due and will want to put the "mistakes" 
suffered by non-terrorist victims behind them rather than pro- 
long the ordeal. Foreign groups, including governments, that 
press for an accounting, may well find the Argentines arguing 
that more can be done in human rights terms by seeking to 
prevent future disappearances than by demanding explanations 


for past ones. 


Source of bilateral friction . Argentina's human rights 
situation and its problem with the US stem directly from 
priorities obviously established by the military junta when it 
assumed power in March 1976. Almost no one in military or 
civilian circles questioned the need to halt the devastating 
political violence that characterized Isabel Peron’s administra- 
tion (July 1974-March 1976) , and few demanded that the task be 
accomplished within the bounds of the law. The counterterrorist 
effort was viewed as a war, and security personnel judged their 
, tactics by their expediency rather than their legality. There 
/ can be no question that government authorities tolerated the 
resulting human rights abuses and understood, within months 
of taking power, that there would be adverse consequences for 
Argentine-US relations. 










way that they do on the human rights issue, the result is a 
complex maze of military interest groups and personality cults. 
Such has traditionally been the case with the Argentine armed 
forces, and it is not necessarily a destabilizing situation 
unless disagreements are allowed to escalate into irreconcilable 
questions of principle or personality. Videla's primary task, 
therefore, becomes one of maintaining the viability of military 
rule by preserving armed forces unity and cohesion rather than 
homogeneity. He has not forced a human rights showdown with 
powerful army figures like Suarez Mason and Menendez because he 
probably believes that it would seriously threaten military 
unity and thereby endanger the very existence of his government 
and the success of the military's post-Peron reconstruction 
program. 

Much has been made of the struggle between Videla and Navy 
Commander Emilio Massera who has tried to portray himself to 
some US authorities as a human rights advocate- rendered power- 
less by army hardliners. The admiral's self-proclaimed human 
rights sensitivities did not prevent naval subordinates from 
committing abuses in their counterterrorist efforts. Massera 's 
human rights machinations along with his public criticism of 
other government policies are matters of political convenience 
designed to promote his presidential ambitions. He has been an 






